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emy is of such commanding importance. It is not merely a chap-
ter in the history of the classical period: it is a crucial experi-
ment. There never was a clearer case of a conscious., organized
minority officially entrusted with the direction of literature. The
experiment was performed under ideal circumstances. France, at
the time of Richelieu, was yearning for order, and ready to ac-
cept discipline. That discipline took the form of a doctrine which
enjoyed almost universal support: the classical compromise, the
harmonious blending of reason and tradition. And the doctrine
was practiced as well as taught by incomparable masters. Never
had the organization of literature into a properly constituted
Church stood a better chance.

The result has certainly not been ignominious failure. After
three hundred years, the Academy is still alive. It is the only
institution of old France that has survived all revolutions, po-
litical and economic. Its prestige is unimpaired: modestly, presi-
dents, dukes, marshals, prelates, knock at the gate for admis-
sion. A public meeting of the Academy is an event; the speeches
are reported verbatim in the daily press. Perhaps the strength
of that prestige is best revealed by the affectionate irony with
which the French, from the beginning, have treated their "Im-
mortals." No one, in the United States, thinks of poking fun at
the American Academy 5 possibly because very few people are
aware of its existence.

But, if the Academy has been a success, it has not been on
the lines anticipated by Richelieu. The dogmatic authority of
the Academy is strictly nihil. The treatises on rhetoric and
poetics have remained unwritten; no other work, after Le Cid,
has been submitted to that literary supreme court for final judg-
ment. No writer of the first rank increased his prestige by be-
coming a member 5 none suffered loss, in the eyes of his peers
and of posterity, for being left out. The list of famous authors
who did not belong to the French Academy is very imposing:
Pascal, Moliere, Diderot, Rousseau, Michelet, Dumas; all the
leaders of realistic and naturalistic fiction, Balzac, Stendhal, the
Goncourts, Flaubert, Maupassant, Daudet, Zola; among poets,